Immunocytochemical binding of anti-opsin N-terminal-specific antibodies to the extracellular surface of rod outer segment plasma membranes. Fixation induces antibody binding.
We have examined the binding of anti-opsin antibodies to the plasma membrane of frog retinal rod outer segments (ROS) by fluorescence light microscopy and electron microscopy. Polyclonal and monoclonal antibodies specific for the N-terminal domain of opsin were observed to bind to the extracellular surface of ROS plasma membrane of aldehyde-fixed but not of unfixed retinas. This reaction was found regardless of whether purified ROS, rhodopsin, opsin, or an N-terminal peptide of opsin was used as the immunogen. The fixation-induced binding of these antibodies contrasts with the more frequently noted loss of antigenicity upon fixation. Concanavalin A, however, binds to unfixed ROS plasma membranes. Its binding sites in the plasma membrane may be oligosaccharides in the N-terminal region of opsin. These results suggest that the N-terminal domain of opsin is latent in the native membrane and that changes in conformation may account for its detectability in fixed membranes.